Abstract Social Media is a powerful and emerging method of communication that is becoming increasingly popular in genetic counseling and other health care communities. Despite its multiple benefits, the Social Media revolution has been met with some resistance in the healthcare setting. Herein, we will describe the potential benefits of Social Media for the genetic counseling profession specifically and explore ways in which any risks can be mitigated and barriers overcome to ensure responsible Social Media use by the profession.
These guidelines for the use of Social Media by healthcare professionals commonly address issues related to content credibility, legal concerns, networking practices, privacy, professional ethics and self-identification (Ventola 2014) .
Despite the engagement by some genetic counseling professional organizations in Social Media and the existence of Codes of Ethics, no specific guidelines exist for the professional use of Social Media by Genetic Counselors. Herein, we will describe the potential benefits of Social Media for the genetic counseling profession and explore ways in which any risks can be mitigated to ensure responsible Social Media use by the profession.
Why Genetic Counselors Should BLike^Social Media
Social Media is a communication outlet that allows for more timely and broad reach in a way not previously possible through traditional communications channels. These powerful tools can be leveraged to promote the genetic counseling profession, provide patient education and support professional development and learning.
Promotion of the Profession
Recent evidence suggests that public knowledge of the genetic counseling profession is limited and that several misconceptions about the field persist (Maio et al. 2013) . Social Media provides a powerful opportunity that the profession could seize to address this knowledge gap and correct prevailing misconceptions. It is also a tool that could be used to advertise the skillset, training and services that Genetic Counselors provide, as was done by the CAGC-ACCG with their YouTube video BWhat is Genetic Counselling?^ (CAGC-ACCG 2015) . Furthermore, Genetic Counselors may use Social Media to contribute to online discussions, advocate against genetic discrimination and help guide policy development. By using Social Media, Genetic Counselors may have new opportunities to engage with other stakeholders including other health organizations, the media, government, disease advocacy groups, researchers, and industry. This would result in enhanced visibility and a heightened awareness of the profession and would further strengthen the reputation of Genetic Counselors as a trusted source of information.
Patient Education
A primary role of Genetic Counselors is to educate patients. Genetic Counselors must ensure that the information provided is accurate and presented in a way that patients can understand, while remaining sensitive to individual experiences. Many patients also look to the Internet and Social Media to find information. While helpful information exists online, it may also be biased, lacking scientific evidence, or contain misinformation, thus propagating misconceptions about genetic disorders or genetic counseling. By maintaining an awareness of available online information, Genetic Counselors have an opportunity to provide patients with reliable online resources and communities, thus minimizing the risk of misinformation. A presence on Social Media may help Genetic Counselors ensure their patients are receiving evidence-based, reliable information from credible sources in a manner that respects feelings, beliefs, and culture. Social Media has been used successfully by health organizations and other health care providers to provide patient education. For example, the Cedars-Sinai hospital uses their YouTube feed to provide patient education, introduce members of hospital teams, and showcase patient stories (Cedars Sinai 2007) . The Washington University Metabolic Dietitian Team uses their Facebook page to provide disease information resources, new medical formulas, and low protein recipes for their patients (Washington University Metabolic Dietician Team n.d.). Social Media tools could equally provide Genetic Counselors with a mechanism of actively contributing to available information.
Professional Development and Networking
Social Media is being harnessed across many professions, including medicine, to enhance professional development (Househ 2013) . Social Media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook may be used for peer-to-peer communication and collaboration, while other resources such as Google Alerts help individuals to organize relevant literature and stay up-to-date on particular topics. Blogs can be used as a means of communication among professionals and the public and spark discussion amongst readers in their comments sections. The DNA Exchange (Janson Hazell et al. n.d.) is an example of how Genetic Counselors have used Social Media successfully. The DNA Exchange is a blog co-authored by a group of Genetic Counselors who have pioneered the use of Social Media by the profession, and provides a forum through which Genetic Counselors can comment on genetics-related issues. Further, the use of Twitter at medical conferences has allowed for conference attendees, as well as interested parties unable to attend, to discuss presented topics and electronically network with each other (Jalali and Wood 2013) . For example, the NSGC and CAGC-ACCG Annual Education Conferences have both successfully used conference hashtags to disseminate information more widely, beyond conference attendees. By connecting both attendees and other interested parties, Social Media has the potential to eliminate physical barriers and provide new opportunities for individuals to network across the globe, rather than across the room. Similarly, individuals interested on a particular topic may develop or join relevant Social Media groups and develop new methods of networking and collaborating with others.
What are We so Afraid of?
Despite the overwhelming evidence supporting why the genetic counseling profession should adopt Social Media, there are some risks that need to be considered and barriers to be overcome. One concern with Social Media in the health care setting is the lack of quality and reliability of health information, often being incomplete, unreferenced or informal (Ventola 2014) . Other risks include the potential for unprofessional use of Social Media, resulting in violations in patient privacy or of the patient-health care provider boundary, and in damage to professional image (Ventola 2014) . For example, consider the hypothetical scenario where a Genetic Counselor who has a difficult experience with a patient airs her frustrations over Facebook. Given the rarity of the diseases we work with, even if no names are shared, there is the possibility that someone could identify and notify the patient, resulting in allegations of negligence in managing personal health information (Backman et al. 2011) . Seemingly harmless acts of kindness online can also lead to unintentional negative outcomes (Backman et al. 2011) . If a Genetic Counselor were to interact with a patient via an online community, this could violate the patient-health care provider boundary and suggest that the Genetic Counselor is providing disparate care (Backman et al. 2011) . Lack of experience, organizational support and best practices are further barriers to the adoption of these tools by Genetic Counselors. Lastly, Genetic Counselors likely have several unfounded fears about the use of Social Media, including concerns about lack of personal privacy, which can be avoided by being cognizant of privacy settings. While these risks and barriers should not be ignored, they can easily be minimized or overcome to ensure responsible Social Media use by Genetic Counselors.
The Way Forward
There is no doubt that Social Media offers several benefits to the genetic counseling profession. It can help promote professional awareness, assist in the provision of patient education and is a channel through which Genetic Counselors can network and develop. While there are barriers preventing us from maximizing the potential that Social Media tools have to offer, these can certainly be overcome with support in the form of training, policies and guidelines.
Social Media Training
The NSGC developed a Social Media toolkit to help Genetic Counselors set up and maintain professional social media accounts, covering the basics of Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and blogging. The toolkit also offers practical tips in the form of Dos and Don'ts to guide professional social media conduct. The CAGC-ACCG and other Genetic Counselor professional organizations should consider leveraging this toolkit or developing a similar one to support their members in gaining an online presence. Interested Genetic Counselors could also benefit from formal Social Media Training. The Mayo Clinic, for example, offers a Social Media Residency Program (Mayo Clinic n.d.) where attendees learn specifically how to use Social Media safely and responsibly in a health care setting.
Institutional Social Media Policies
Many employers have developed have best practices in the form of policies and procedures to guide professional conduct on Social Media (Ventola 2014) . For example, the Children's Hospital of Eastern Ontario (CHEO) has an internal policy for the use of Social Media by staff and physicians. This policy outlines guiding principles in areas including privacy (e.g. do not disclose patient information), medical advice (e.g. urge patients to consult their family physician), endorsement (e.g. do not recommend particular treatments or services) and personal identification (e.g. acknowledge that your views are your own and you are not speaking on behalf of your workplace). In addition, this policy urges staff to ensure that their interactions through Social Media meet the professional boundary guidelines outlined by their professional association or body. Genetic Counselors should familiarize themselves with their own employer's responsible use policies to ensure their behaving in accordance with its principles.
Social Media Guidelines from Professional Organizations
More and more health care professional organizations have published guidelines that enable their members to maximize the use of Social Media Tools (AMA 2011; ANA 2011; CMA 2011; CPSO n.d.; RNAO n.d.) . Ventola (2014) reviews elements that are commonly included in such guidelines. These include content credibility, legal and licensing concerns, networking practices, patient care, patient and personal privacy, professional ethics and self-identification (Ventola 2014) . Currently, no Genetic Counselor professional organizations have published Social Media guidelines.
While some training for Genetic Counsellors to use Social Media exists, and many institutions have their own internal policies about the use of Social Media, the lack of guidelines from Genetic Counselor professional organizations may be impeding the profession from fully embracing the use of these tools. We believe that the NSGC, CAGC-ACCG, AGNC, GC-SA, ASGC, and EBMG, along with interested members should work together to develop joint professional guidelines specifically for Genetic Counselors. This will help more Genetic Counselors develop the confidence to mitigate risk while using these modern communication tools in practice.
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